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the whale (2019)
Open notation and fixed media materials
Programme Note: 
The Whale is an allegorical poem in Old English, concerning the potential for the reader to 
unwittingly fall into sin. Read literally, it concerns the mistaking of a whale, by sailors, for 
an island. The fragments of the poem in my version focus on the whale’s treatment; on the 
indignity of having a tent pitched on one’s back and then being set on fire, before finally 
protesting. Musically, this piece also focuses on what cannot be seen: the part of the whale 
that is there, but under the water; the places that are known to the whale but are unknown 
to the reader or listener. The materials for the piece comprise a graphic score outlining the 
structure and text of the piece, and images that are derived from medieval manuscripts 
that depict whales, as well as a set of recorded fragments that are made entirely from my 
reading and speaking the fragments of the poem that appear in the score and the 
performance. In preparing this version of the piece I also created notated fragments that 
the musicians may choose to consult in their interpretation: these also reflect an act of 
listening to the whale underwater in their register and character. The piece should not be 
considered a setting of the text of The Whale, but rather a reflection on its materials as the 
sailors might reflect on the image of the whale under the water.
First performance: 
Scheduled for 17th April 2020 by Ensemble Proton (CH) at INMM Darmstadt (delayed due  
to coronavirus)
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The following materials are provided for performance:
• A ‘practice’ stereo recording with the poem, electronic sounds, and pauses measured 
out
• 18 performance electronic fragments with the poem superimposed
• Graphic score of 18 fragments
• ‘Realisation’ score for trio
The 18 fragments of the poem should be heard in the performance. They can be sounded 
as  part  of  the  electronics,  or  they  may  be  read  by  a  speaker  or  one  of  the 
instrumentalists. In the latter case, fragments with the poem removed can be provided. 
The electronic fragments should be cued in performance to coincide with the poem/score 
fragments. The level of these should be monitored so that they sound roughly at the 
same dynamic as the ensemble and not above or below it; this will require adjustment 
for each fragment.
In addition, the electronic fragments may be filtered or spatialised at will. The poem 
fragments should not be filtered.
The  score  realisation  provides  a  guide  to  some  possible  sound  and  texture 
interpretations of the graphic fragments. If realised in performance, the duration of 
the  fragments  should  be  prioritised  over  completing  the  fragments  or  exact 
interlocking of parts. In all cases distortion of the sound via instrumental technique 
or improvisation is welcomed.
As a further guide, listening to sound below water from above the water could be 
imagined. 
graphic score fragments  









